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IMMEDIATELY
FROM A DISCOURAGED STUDENT TO A 'CHEVALIER'
ROBERT BROCK HAS REASON FOR HIS 'FANATICISM'
by
Steve Johnson
UM Information Services
MISSOULA, Mont.---

When it comes to his area of expertise, Robert R. Brock considers himself a
"fanatic."

He refers to his academic specialty as the "most important thing in the

world."
"Now I don't expect anybody--or very few people at least--to agree with me on that,"
he adds, "but if I didn't believe it, then I'd have to do something else."
For Brock, a native of Clatskanie, Ore., that "something else" would be something
other than the study of French language, culture and civilization, something he
treasures most highly as an assistant professor of foreign languages at the
University of Montana in Missoula.
Brock, who was named to the title of "Chevalier of the Academic Palms" by the
government of France for excellence in services rendered to French culture, first
started studying French in 1954 at the University of Washington, Seattle.
He announced to his friends as a freshman that year that he would become a professor
of French at the university level, even though he had never had a single minute of
instruction in French prior to his boast.

The response to such a claim by his friends

was predictable.
"Everybody thought I was crazy," he recalls.
His first exam did little to change their opinions.
an absolute zero.
-more-

His score on the exam was
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"The only thing right on the paper was my name," he laughs, "and I wouldn't have
bet two cents on that."
So he went to his instructor to ask for advice on how to go about learning French.
She told him, simply, to study.
hours a day outside of class.

He reminded her that he was studying two or three
She told him to study harder.

Not feeling sufficiently enlightened by this piece of advice, Brock went to a
local tavern--one hated by him and his friends, but one which would allow him to be
alone--and ordered a beer and began to think.

He remembered somewhere along the line that

the Chinese had a totally different method of going about studying--they did it out
loud.
"If you are in a Chinese school," he explains, "any student not reciting his
lessons out loud will get a whack across the back of his head to bring him to date."
This, he adds, is because a student reciting out loud has to concentrate on what
he is saying, which does not allow his mind to wander.
So he employed this study technique, and although he received "a certain amount of
static" from his roommates, his grade immediately rose to a "B."

The following

quarter, his first exam was an absolutely perfect paper with "not even an accent
mark out of place."
"You've got to admit," he says wryly, "that from an absolute zero to an absolutely
perfect paper denotes a certain amount of progress."
From then on, obviously, Brock continued with his method of studying.
"I walked across campus with 16,000 other students reciting all of my verbs out
loud in French,'' he recalls.

"Everybody looked at me as though I were crazier than a

bedbug, but I figured they had their problems, I had mine.
I could .... and my grade point stayed up there."
-more-

I was solving mine as best
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His dedication began to pay off.

Brock received his bachelor of arts degree from

the University of Washington in 1958, and his master of arts degree in 1962 at the same
university.

Before coming to UM, he was a teaching assistant for two years at UW.

In addition, he studied at the Sorbonne in Paris, where he was awarded three
diplomas--in French civilization and in French language in 1957, and in French phonetics
in 1959.

He later did graduate work at UW and the Sorbonne.

As a bilingual writer, Brock also published several poems in various French
magazines, as well as a short story in English.
In 1973, Brock founded the UM "Burgundy Program," in which a dozen or more students
travel to France to work and study.

Each student lives with a French wine-making family,

and during this time he is exposed to intensive practical French on the spoken level.
"This was something that had never been done by anybody anyplace before," he
says.
Brock believes the Burgundy Program is a vast improvement over some other types of
study abroad programs.

In some of these programs, the student must pay room and board,

so, _ according to Brock, the student often lives with a family that is sometimes
more interested in the money than in the student.
Also, students in other programs often spend most of their time with other Englishspeaking students.

In the Burgundian program, a family takes in a student "only

because they want to have an American in their house and find out what he is like."
The student is "obliged to speak French 12 to 14 hours a day .... where it's hammered into
his head, so he can't forget it."
Brock points out the fact that there are actually two different types of language
expression--literary and spoken.

He says that French textbooks teach primarily literary

French, which he sees as the French equivalent of the writings of Melville, an
example of English literary expression.
"Nobody talks like Billy Budd anymore," he explains, and hence came his opinion
that "it (is) simply wrong to do no more than sit in a classroom and learn your French
there."
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Brock's development of the Burgundy Program was one of the contributing factors to
his being named to the rank of "Chevalier of the Academic Palms," an honor bestowed on
him Feb. 4, 1977, in France, and signified by presentation of the "Academic Palms"
medal late in July at his home in Missoula.

He also was named to rank of "Chevalier"

for his fluency in the spoken language and for having taught French at least 15 years.
Only four other persons in the Pacific Northwest have been named to the rank of
"Chevalier of the Academic Palms," including Dr. Robert M. Burgess, professor emeritus
of foreign languages at UM and former head of the UM foreign languages department.
For Robert Brock, the road that has stretched from the zero on his first
French exam to his being named "Chevalier of the Academic Palms" was not an easy one
to travel.
"I have only two speeds ... full bore ahead or dead stop, 11 he philosophizes.
"Anything in between is a waste of time and energy."
The amount of ground he has covered since that first zero sheds little doubt on
which speed Brock prefers.

And that makes it a little easier to understand why he

con.,siders himself a true "fanatic."
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